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GEORGE WILLIAM BROWN AND HIS
INFLUENCE ON THE JOHNS
HOPKINS UNIVERSITY

By HugH D. HAWKINS

RUSTEES are often the least noted of the creative forces in

higher education. Many have agreed with Harvard's Swiss-
born naturalist, Louis Agassiz, who said, I believe there is no
scientific man who will concede that there can be a University
managed to the best advantage by anyone but those interested in
its pursuits, and no body of trustees can be so interested.” * But
the original trustees of the Johns Hopkins University proved
Agassiz wrong, and none more clearly than George William
Brown, famous as mayor of Baltimore during the fatal riots of

* Quoted in Walter P. Rogets, Andrew D. White and the Modern University
(Ithaca, N. Y., 1942), p. 145.

173



174 MARYLAND HISTORICAL MAGAZINE

1861. Brown was one of twelve men left in charge of a bequest
of three and one half million dollars—a sum larger than any
ptevious grant to a university.” He and his colleagues had very
nearly a free hand as to the type of institution they should build;
in fact, the will of Johns Hopkins showed greater concern over
the control and voting of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad Com-
pany stock bequeathed than over the nature of the university.®
Brown is an outstanding example of the background in experi-
ence and thought that made these men capable of fulfilling their
opportunity by launching an institution at the forefront of Ameri-
can higher education.

The Board of Trustees was made up of such unsung men of
good will as breathe the best of themselves into some institution
and lose individuality in the memory of future generations. They
contributed in different and complementary ways to the building
of the new university, and at different periods of time, different
men took on the heaviest burdens. But if one were to name the
leading trustee of the first two decades of the Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity, using as a criterion the instilling of lasting qualities of
excellence into the institution, the award would probably go to
George William Brown.

Brown was born on October 13, 1812, in Baltimore, the son
of a merchant.* His father’s father was an Irish physician who
immigrated to Baltimore in 1783 and became an influential mem-
ber of the community.” His mother’s father, Patrick Allison, was
minister of the First Presbyterian Church in Baltimore and a leader

in the founding of St. John’s College in Annapolis.® Although

2 *“The sum of $3,500,000 is appropriated to a university. . . . So far as I can
learn, the Hopkins foundation, coming from a single giver, is without a parallel
in terms or in amount in this or any other land.” Daniel Coit Gilman, * The Johas
Hopkins University in Its Beginning: An Inaugural Address: Baltimore, 1876,
University Problems in the United States (New York, 1898), pp. 3-4. For a de-
tailed breakdown of the Hopkins bequests, see First Annual Report of the Johns
Hopkins University (Baltimore, 1876), pp. 10-11. .

*John C. French, A History of the University Founded by Johns Hopkins (Bal-
timore, 1946), pp. 96-97; Johns Hopkins University. Charter, Extracts of Will,
Officers and By-Laws. (Baltimore, 1874), pp. 5-6.

* Information by Brown’s son on a membership application sheet, MdHS.

§ The Biographical Cyclopedia of Representative Men of Maryland and District
of Columbia. (Baltimore, 1879), p. 398. Henceforth cited as Representative Men
of Maryland. .

® Baltimore: Past and Present. With Biographical Skerches of Its Representative
Men. (Baltimore, 1871), p. 199; Bernard C. Steiner ez al., History of.Edumtzon
in Maryland. (United States Bureau of Education. Circular of Information No. 2,
Woashington, 1894), p. 99.
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not a Quaker, Brown attended Joseph Lancaster’s Quaker school
in Baltimore, beginning when he was about eight. He later
attended Baltimore City College, and in 1828, before he had quite
reached the age of sixteen, he entered Dartmouth as a sophomore.
Because of the death of his father and the financial stringency
of his family, he had to withdraw from Dartmouth before the
end of his first year; but an uncle sent him on to Rutgers, where
he graduated at the head of his class in 1831." After two years’
study, he won admittance to the bar and in 1839 set up a law
firm with Frederick William Brune. At the time of the death of
Johns Hopkins this was the oldest law firm in the city. Also in
1839, he married his partner’s sister. Five of their seven children
were still living in 1879.%

Brown's long career of public service began when he joined a
small band of volunteers to suppress the Bank of Maryland Riot
of 1835. In 1842, he was one of those who spoke out against the
resolutions which a “ Slaveholder’s Convention " had sent to the
legislature urging the outlawing of manumission and the estab-
lishing of laws to drive free Negroes from Maryland. Brown and
his collaborators argued that the whole bent of past legislation in
Maryland had been to encourage manumissions and that to burden
the free Negroes was impolitic and oppressive. The legislature
refused to pass the slaveholders’ measures.® In 1846, Brown par-
ticipated in an abortive attempt to introduce gradual emancipation
throughout Maryland.*

In a speech on lawlessness in March, 1853, Brown advocated
these municipal reforms: a uniformed city police to replace
watchmen and constables, a paid fire department to replace the
violent volunteers, terms in the House of Refuge for juvenile
delinquents, and elimination of straw bail. This powerful and
far-sighted pronouncement made him a leader in the movement
for municipal reform. In 1858, he joined in organizing a ** Re-
form Association.” He was probably this association’s most suc-
cessful poll-watcher in the election of that year, an election in
which violence and corruption put the chauvinistic Know-Noth-

" Membership application, MdHS; Baltimore American, 7 Sept., 1890.

8 Baltimore: Past and Present, p. 200; Representative Men of Maryland, p. 393.

° Representative Men of Maryland, p. 393.

1 George William Brown, Baltimore and the Nineteenth of April, 1861: A
Study of the War (Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and Political
Science, extra vol. 3, Baltimore, 1887), p. 113.
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ings in control of Baltimore. The fraud was so blatant that the
state legislature passed a law sponsored by the Reform Associa-
tion, providing safeguards for elections and entrusting control of
the Baltimore police to a board of commissioners rather than the
mayor. Largely because of this reform, the election in October,
1860, was a peaceable affair, and Brown was elected mayor on the
independent reform ticket by a vote of two to one.* But the
climax of sectional antagonisms at this time and the strategic
location of Baltimore prevented Brown’s tenure of office from
being a peaceable progressive phase of strictly local history. He
became a leading figure in the Baltimore riots which shed the
first blood of the Civil War and spent more than half his term
of office in prison.

After Lincoln’s call for seventy-five thousand volunteers on
April 15, 1861, Baltimore grew tense and restive. Crowds stood
day after day in front of two rival newspaper offices that took
opposing views of Lincoln’s call. Business was at a standstill.
Aware of the potential threat to local peace, Mayor Brown issued
a proclamation on April 17 asking citizens to abstain from any
acts or words which might stimulate violence. But the excitement
was too intense to be quelled by mere proclamations. The pas-
sage from one Baltimore railroad station to another of four com-
panies of Northern militia on April 18 aroused the wrath of the
mob in the streets. Impromptu meetings protested the war-like
course of the federal government. Both the governor and Mayor
Brown issued proclamations on April 18, counseling preservation
of peace within Maryland and indicating that they were opposed
to the use of Maryland troops for any invasion of sister states.

On the next day, April 19, one regiment from Massachusetts
and one from Pennsylvania passed through the city. Again the
troops had to transfer from one station to another. This was done
by drawing single railroad cars by horses along a track down Pratt
Street. As the isolated cars passed along this waterfront street,
they were met first with jeers and hisses and then with paving
stones. The crowd of outraged Baltimoreans grew in number
and daring and finally placed obstructions on the track. Brown,
who had been at the departure station, was informed of the

12 Baltimore: Past and Present, p. 203; Representative Men of Maryland, pp.
393-394; Brown, Baltimore and the Nineteenth of April, 1861, pp. 34, 34 n.
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obstructive action of the mob and hurried out alone without wait-
ing for a police escort. His commanding presence daunted the
rioters so that the obstruction could be removed, but by that time,
a battalion of the Massachusetts militia was marching down the
mob-ridden street exchanging gunfire with the citizens. Brown
hurried on till he met the troops, introduced himself to their com-
mander, asked that they stop their double-quick step, and placed
himself by the commander to march at his side.'* As Brown re-
lated twenty-six years later, the commander said to him:

* We have been attacked without provocation,” or words to that effect.
I replied, ** You must defend yourselves.” I expected that he would face
his men to the rear, and, after giving warning, would fire if necessary.
But I said no more, for I immediately felt that, as mayor of the city, it was
not my province to volunteer such advice. Once before in my life I had
taken part in opposing a formidable riot, and had learned by experience
that the safest and most humane manner of quelling a mob 1s to meet it
at the beginning with armed resistance.

The column continued its march. There was neither concert of action
nor organization among the rioters. They were armed only with such
stones or missiles as they could pick up, and a few pistols. My presence
for a short time had some effect, but very soon the attack was renewed
with greater violence. The mob grew bolder. Stones flew thick and fast.
Rioters rushed at the soldiers and attempted to snatch their muskets, and
at least on two occasions succeeded. With one of these muskets a soldier
was killed. Men fell on both sides.s

After accompanying the soldiers for about a third of a mile,
Brown decided that his presence was helping neither citizens nor
soldiers and stepped out of the column. A few moments later,
Marshal Kane, head of the Baltimore police, arrived with a squad
of his men. By forming a line behind the troops and drawing
their revolvers, the police succeeded in turning the rioters back.**

Brown later addressed a huge public meeting in which he
insisted that peace must be maintained in the city, that no state
had the right to secede, but that it would be wrong to fight the
seceding states and that they could not be conquered. He told
the people that he and the governor had taken steps to prevent
the passage of more troops through the city. This had been done
by burning the railroad bridges by which entry to Baltimore could
be gained from the north. The events of that day, the deaths of

2 Brown, Baltimore and the Nineteenth of April, 1861, pp. 35-49.
33 Ibid., pp. 49-50. ¢ 1bid., pp. 51-52.
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four of the Massachusetts militia and twelve of the Baltimore
citizens, had strong national ramifications. Brown himself felt
that this shedding of blood was *“a step . . . which made com-
promise or retreat almost impossible; then passions on both sides
were aroused which could not be controlled.” But also in Brown’s
personal development these were extremely trying and painful
days. Although a different course of action can always be pro-
posed as preferable after a crisis has passed, it is clear that his
efforts to protect the troops, his part in burning the bridges, and
his later contact with Lincoln in an effort to prevent a repetition
of the tragedy ** displayed courage, strong executive capacities,
and presence of mind under fire. These characteristics were again
called into use when he played a major role in the quieter drama
of university building.

Although Lincoln maintained that Brown and the other officials
involved had acted with perfect loyalty in these events,'* on Sep-
tember 12 Brown, in addition to leading members of the Mary-
land legislature, editors, and other citizens, was arrested. He was
not released until November 27, 1862, shortly after his term of
office had expired. During this period of over a year, he was fre-
quently offered his freedom, but he would not accept it under the
special conditions set up. The principle which he and many of his
fellow prisoners held to until released was
that, if charged with crime, they were entitled to be charged, held and
tried in due form of law and not otherwise; and that, in the absence of
lawful accusation and process, it was their right to be discharged without
terms or conditions of any sort, and they would submit to none.*?

The government had offered freedom to those who would take a
special oath of allegiance. Brown refused to do this, although he
never impugned those who did.** Here too was a characteristic
which his tenure as a Hopkins trustee again evoked: loyalty to
his own principles without forcing them on others.

After his release from prison, Brown lived unmolested as one
of Baltimore’s outstanding lawyers. On October 22, 1872, he was
elected chief judge of the Supreme Bench of Baltimore. The
Democratic Conservative Party nominated him, but he was basi-

1® Ibid., pp. 10, 56-59, 61-63, 71-75.

¢ Severn Teackle Wallis to James A. Pearce, 18 July 1861, Pearce Papers, MdHS.

7" Brown, Baltimore and the Nineteenth of April, 1861, p. 109, quoting Severn
Teackle Wallis in the New York World.

18 1bid., p. 109.
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cally an independent in politics and was unopposed for the office.*®
He held this office for a full term—until 1889. A special act of
the legislature allowed him to remain in office after he passed
the legal retirement age of seventy.* Twice after securing his
judgeship, he sacrificed his leisure and comfort to answer what
he felt to be calls of civic duty, and both times he met frustration.
In 1878, he served as president of a special commission on reform-
ing the city schools. The commission concluded that the ward
system of choosing the School Board should be abolished and a
non-partisan board set up, but the City Council did not put this
plan into effect. In 1885 he ran for mayor on a fusion ticket of
independent Democrats and Republicans, but was defeated by the
regular Democratic candidate, James Hodges. One Baltimore
newspaper claimed that he lost the election through fraud.*

Baltimore and Maryland held a high place in Brown's affec-
tion,”* and aside from his professional and political career he
served them by advancing the work of many cultural organiza-
tions. Before the Civil War, he was a member of the Baltimore
chapter of the American Association for the Advancement of
Science.?® He was one of the founders of the Library Company
of the Baltimore Bar and served as its president from 1861 to
1872. He was a founder of the Maryland Historical Society in
1844; a regent and faculty member (all faculty members were
regents) of the University of Maryland, where he lectured on
constitutional law from 1871 to 1872; a visitor of St. John's Col-
lege; ** and a trustee of the Peabody Institute from its beginning
in 1857 After his work as a trustee of the Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity began, he became also a trustee of the Enoch Pratt Free
Library and the Johns Hopkins Hospital >

1® Representative Men of Maryland, p. 394.

2® Unidentified clipping, Biographical File, MdHS.

21 Baltimore American, 7 Sept. 1890.

2 Arthur George Brown to Daniel Coit Gilman, 15 Oct. 1890, Gilman Papers,
J. H. U. Library.

23 Minutes of that organization, 1857-1858, MdHS.

24 Steiner, p. 137; Representative Men of Maryland, p. 394, Baltimore Sun,
14 April 1874; Eugene Fauntleroy Cordell, University of Maryland: 1807-1907:
Its History, Influence, Equipment and Characteristics with Biographical Sketches
and Portraits of its Founders, Benefactors, Regents, Faculty and Alumni, 2 vols.
(New York and Chicago, 1907), 1, 349.

2% The Peabody Institute of the City of Baltimore. The Founder's Letters and
the Papers Relating to Its Dedication and Its History, Up to 1st January, 1868.
(Baltimore, 1868), p. before p. 1.

*¢ Daniel Coit Gilman, The Launching of a University and Other Papers: A
Sheaf of Remembrances (New York, 1906), p. 31.
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But a list of memberships and offices is a cold thing. The living
George William Brown emerges more clearly in his ideas. A good
example of how he developed his beliefs—beginning with a basis
in custom and authority, but testing by his own experience—and
of how he carried them out—peaceably, gradually, with thought-
ful tentativeness—is given in his account of his attitude toward
slavery:

Both from feeling and on principle I had always been opposed to
slavery—the result in part of the teaching and example of my parents,
and confirmed by my own reading and observation. . . . My opinions,
however, did not lead me into sympathy with the abolition party. . . . The
problem of slavety was to me a Gordian knot which I knew not how
to untie, and which I dared not attempt to cut with the sword. Such a
severance involved the horrors of civil war, with the wickedness and
demoralization which were sure to follow. . .. I did not believe in seces-
sion as a constitutional right . . ., although I did believe that . . . the
South had constitutional rights in regard to slavery which the North was
not willing to respect. . . . I thought that the seceding States should
have been allowed to depart in peace . . ., and I believed that after-
wards the necessities of the situation and their own interest would induce
them to return, severally, perhaps, to the old Union, but with slavery
peacefully abolished; for, in the nature of things, I knew that slavery
could not last forever.?”

This same conscious and thoughtful linking of conservatism and
willingness to change is shown in Brown’s attitude to his profes-
sion. When he retired from the bench in 1889, he said in his
farewell speech:

Although the conservatism of the law has passed into a proverb, it
must be remembered that proverbs are never wholly true. In fact, the
law is grandly progressive, and could not fail to be so, for it keeps pace
with the increase of knowledge and the growth of the humanity and the
sense of justice of the age. . . . Injustice according to rule has, thank
heaven, ceased to be tolerated by the profession under antiquated forms
of law.28

It was characteristic of Brown not to accept assertions without
putting them to test. This was displayed for example in his atti-
tude toward the liquor problem. “In my opinion,” he said,
** prohibition [local option] is worth trying. It is supposed to be
impracticable in a large city, but that remains to be proved.” #

2* Brown, Baltimore and the Nineteenth of April, 1861, pp. 113-115.
28 Quoted in Baltimore American, 21 Oct. 1889.
2® Brown to Lawrence Turnbull, 11 May 1881, copy in Gilman Papers.
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In a speech in 1851 at his alma mater, Rutgers, Brown an-
nounced sorrowfully that he was * not an habitual wanderer in
the pleasant and shady walks of literature,” and explained that
" a painstaking member of any one of the learned professions,
so called, has scarcely more time for the pursuits of literature
than the follower of the most humble and laborious calling. . . .” %
But after winning his judgeship in 1872, Brown seems to have
had leisure for intellectual pursuits. Certainly his letters to Daniel
Coit Gilman show him alive to nearly all the currents of thought
flowing into and out of the university. The natural sciences were
furthest from his ken, but he did his best to keep informed even
there. In the winter of 1850-1851, he had seen Foucault’s pen-
dulum in Paris, and had noted with pride the similar experi-
ments which were quickly taken up at Harvard and Rutgers.** In
the spring of 1883, he wrote modestly to Gilman, “I have to
thank you or some one else for a copy of ‘Science’ which in-
terested me as far as I could understand it—& that was not
much.” ** But his difficulties did not prevent him from exploring
another copy of the same journal which Professor Henry Newell
Martin lent him that December.*®* He took a deeper interest in
political economy, and his open-mindedness in that field is shown
in this comment about Richard T. Ely, at that time an associate at
Johns Hopkins:

Ely will not be pleased with the * Nation’s ” notice of his paper. It
hardly does him justice. The critique represents the school of laissez-
faire, to which I incline myself very strongly, but political Economy is not
a completed science and the Historical School has something to say for
itself.2#

His interest in history was demonstrated as early as 1844, when he
joined in forming the Maryland Historical Society, and his own
venture into the subject, Baltimore and the Nineteenth of April,
1861, goes far beyond the range of personal reminiscence, dis-
playing considerable research and critical evaluation. He wrote

3 The Old World and the New: An Address Delivered by George William
Brown, Before the Philoclean and Peithessophian Societies of Rutgers College, New
Brunswick, N. J., at Their Anniversary, on the 22d of July, 1851. (New York,
1851), 7-8.

3 1bid., pp. 9-10.

%2 Brown to Gilman, 3 May 1883, Gilman Papers.

%8 Brown to Gilman, 10 Dec. 1883, 7bid.

3 Brown to Gilman, 12 Aug. [1884], ibid.
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this book in the faith that “ every truthful contribution” was
* not without some value.” *

Out of this same faith in the value of * every truthful contribu-
tion” sprang his belief in education. In his speech at Rutgers
when he was thirty-eight years old, he demonstrated that an alert
interest in educational matters had served him well during a
recent trip through Europe. He saw there an interest in art which
he hoped America would in time acquire.*® He found that in edu-
cational institutions abroad the instruction was “ more thorough,
and the range of studies is wider for those who desire to pursue a
more extensive course.” Modern languages were taught in addi-
tion to the classical. ** All the appliances of study” were more
numerous, especially great libraries. He found that in Paris the
teachers were world-famous scholars and the course offered
“embraced nearly the whole circle of human knowledge, from
subjects the most abstruse and recondite, such as pure mathe-
matics and the Hebrew, Sanscrit, Arabic, and Chinese languages,
to those most practical in their character, such as agriculture and
the application of chemistry to the art of dyeing.” *'

But he saw evils, too, in Europe’s educational system. It tended
to limit education and refinement to the few, leaving the many
ignorant. ** Art and learning,” he pointed out, * instead of elevat-
ing, as they ought, the masses towards the higher classes, thus
serve but to make a wider line of demarcation, and to cut off
sympathy between them.” Furthermore, ** doubt and skepticism ”
descended * from the learned few to the unlearned many,” and
“ rationalism in some countries and superstition in others” bred
irreligion. American education at least reflected *the popular
will,” and this, Brown felt, was a true source of strength:

Until . . . public sentiment takes a direction in favor of the highest
intellectual culture and of the liberal arts, neither will be effectually pro-
vided for. But public sentiment will sooner or later take such a direc-
tion, and when it does, it will move onward with a power proportioned
to the grandeur of our country, the vastness of our population, and the
characteristic enthusiasm of our people. . . .

There is nothing in republican institutions unfriendly to the successful
cultivation of any branch of art, literature, or science. On the contrary,
the history of the world seems to establish that the stimulus of freedom is

35 Brown, Baltimore and the Nineteenth of April, 1861, p. 10.
38 Brown, The Old World and the New, pp. 15-19.
*TIbid., pp. 22-23.
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essential to the highest achievements of the human mind in every sphere
of its exercise.38

Eighteen year later, in 1869, Brown could speak at St. John's
College as if his prophecy were on the verge of fulfillment. He
decried Maryland’s utter lack of any reputable college and blamed
the bad faith of the Maryland legislature for the inability of St.
John's to meet the need, but he shared with his audience the secret
that was glowing inside him:

. a great university hereafter to be established in Baltimore, has been
planned by the wealthiest of her citizens, a native of this county [Anne
Arundel}, and at some future day we may confidently expect that it will

be so liberally endowed out of his large fortune as to enable it to take
rank among the first and most vseful universities in the land.

Brown was aware of the opportunities in the Hopkins bequest and
intended to see them fulfilled in the most up-to-date manner pos-
sible. At least, such is the implication of his pointing out the
good fortune of any institution of higher learning which was
“* not bound as closely as the institutions which have been longer
organized, to the traditions of the past. In education as in every-
thing else, methods change with the growth of knowledge and
the changing wants of mankind.” He described some of the new
problems of education, which, seven years before the actual open-
ing the Johns Hopkins University, he was studying and analyzing.
What were the proper branches of learning to be taught and
what the proper methods? Should Greek and Latin be partially or
totally replaced by modern languages and Anglo-Saxon? Did the
physical sciences and mathematics deserve more stress than they
had been getting? Should the curriculum be broadened to allow
greater entry of " mental and moral philosophy, logic, history,
political economy and belles-lettres? 7 Since all these could not
be covered adequately in four years, should the elective principle
be admitted? If so, who should be allowed to do the electing?
(He cited Goldwin Smith on the subject.) How could the prob-
lem of religious training be met? (*If a college is sectarian,” he
said, " it becomes almost necessarily narrow and one-sided; and
if it is not sectarian, there is danger of its having no religion at
all.”) As to discipline, Brown saw the problem of choosing
among a German university system of no control, a rigid military

38 Ibid., pp. 24, 35, 25, 27.
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system involving individual responsibility and honor, and an
“* academical system " lying between these two. He wondered if
the physical training should include military drill and if mechani-
cal employment should be offered as it was at Cornell.

The new education should have two principal aims, Brown
asserted. One of these, and to him the more important, was to
send into the community “ upright, refined, and highly cultivated
young men.” The other was what became the great differentiat-
ing quality of Johns Hopkins University and opened a new era in
American education:

. . . to bring together a competent corps of professors, some of whom, if
possible, should be teachers in the largest sense, that is, should have the
ability and the leisure too, to add something by their writings and dis-
coveries to the world’s stock of literature and science. . . .

In the light of these ideas of Brown'’s, expressed more than five
years before Daniel Coit Gilman came to Baltimore, the first
president must share the credit for wanting to make the Johns
Hopkins America’s first research-oriented university with at least
this one trustee. As Brown analyzed the situation, America had
the best informed general public in the world, but there was no
high intellectual superstructure. The nation had “erected a temple
without a dome, a column without a capital, a spire without a
pinnacle.” Scholars and learned men were badly needed in all
fields, Brown asserted, but he chose to confine his detailed de-
scriptions to literature and politics. In discussing the former he
gave his university ideal most concisely:

In order that we may have a nobler literature, and that our writers and
thinkers, whether they be great geniuses or only gifted men, may occupy
the same vantage-ground as those of the old world, with all the knowl-
edge of the world within their reach, they should not only be highly
educated scholars themselves, but have the quickening association of
kindred minds, which is the very life of progress; and for such we must
look to the colleges and universities of the land.39

As this university which Brown foretold, vaguely to his listeners
at Rutgers and more concretely to the students at St. John's, grew
and developed, having opened its doors in the fall of 1876, he
applied to it the same steadfastness and tolerance which had

% George William Brown, The Need of a Higher Standard of Education in the
United States. An Address Delivered Before the Philokalian and Philomathea